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By: Dave Johnston, Ph.D.
NMFS/PIFSC Cetacean Population Biologist

or many people, vacationing in Hawai ‘i
Fand seeing dolphins in their natural habitat
are likely to be dreams come true. People
traveling from around the globe seek to slip into
the clear, warm waters of Hawai ‘i and hopefully
witness the grace of wild dolphins. Ideally, this
relationship would benefit humans and wild
dolphins, providing unparalleled
ocean experiences for people while
illustrating, through increased

dark grey on top with a medium grey along their
flanks. They get their common name from the
impressive axial spins they perform during social
encounters, almost corkscrewing through the air
as they leap from the water. Spinners are found
coastally during daylight hours, often in calm
bays where they engage in various social activities
and spend time in a behavioral mode
often referred to as “resting.” It is
during this period that they are most

awareness, how precious dolphins
are to local people and indeed, to
those around the world. As with most
human endeavors, however, we must
recognize the potential effects of

our activities on the ecosystems we

are usually grey in color — light grey underneath,

accessible to humans. Since the late

1980s, there have been concerns

that unregulated human access to

| groups (pods) of spinner dolphin in
4 resting areas may result in dolphin

disturbance that could have adverse

day, the organisms forming the MBL remain in
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deep waters offshore. Then, as the sun sets, they
make extensive vertical migrations to inshore
surface waters where they are readily accessible

to spinners. Spinner dolphins take advantage of
the vertical MBL migration by feeding at night,
optimizing their foraging efforts by making
shallower dives on prey while the MBL is close to
the surface. UH Sea Grant-supported researchers
Dr. Kelly Benoit-Bird (now at Oregon State
University) and Dr. Whitlow Au (from the Hawai ‘i
Institute of Marine Biology) have studied the
foraging behavior of spinner dolphins in detail,
revealing a complex pattern of cooperative feeding
by groups of dolphins that track the upward
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and do not exhibit the aerial activity seen during

social encounters. To people, this may not seem
like resting at all — the dolphins don’t even stop
swimming! But while dolphins don’t rest in the
same way humans do, they need their rest all the
same. In the afternoon, spinners once again engage
in social behaviors, and as night falls head out for
another night of foraging.

Disturbing resting spinner dolphins

Biologists have been studying spinner dolphins
in Hawai ‘i since the 1980s, but still know very
little about how important “rest” is for individual

indicates that dolphin reproductive patterns can
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be altered by interactions with tour operations and
that some dolphins can also be displaced from
important habitat by frequent encounters with
humans. As a result, the Australian government
recently reduced the number of active dolphin tour
licenses in Monkey Mia Bay.

Conserving Hawaiian spinner
dolphins

As we learn more about spinner dolphins in
Hawai ‘i and other species of dolphins around the
world, we begin to understand their needs and
discover that even well-intentioned actions on our
part can negatively affect them, both as individuals
and as populations. In the present case, further
research is required to fully understand their
stock structure, their abundance, and how human
disturbance in resting bays may affect them.
Despite our lack of definitive information, there
are ways to ensure the sustainability of spinner
dolphin populations in Hawai‘i. We can take a

A first step on the road to conserving spinners in
Hawai‘i is through public education. Currently,
NOAA Fisheries publishes guidelines for
responsible marine wildlife viewing (available

on the Web at http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/
education/viewing.htm). The guidelines remind
people to keep a safe distance (at least 50 yards)
from dolphins and not to chase, closely approach,
swim with, or attempt to touch them. Extra caution
is advised in sensitive dolphin habitat, including
resting areas.

As another step, the NOAA Fisheries Pacific
Islands Regional Office is convening a series

of public information meetings around the state
to inform people about spinner dolphins and
sustainable ecotourism in Hawai‘i. The following
are the details on these meetings:

Where: O‘ahu, Oct. 17, 2006, 6 p.m. — 9 p.m.
Location: McCoy Pavilion
Ala Moana Regional Park
1201 Ala Moana Boulevard
Honolulu, HI, 96814
Phone:  (808) 823-1636
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